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Executive Surﬁmary
Title: Carrier Aviation and Hybrid Conflict: The Future of the Strike Fighter

Author: Lieutenant Commander Nicholas Smetana, United States Navy

‘Thesis: The strike fighter community must fully embrace air to ground missions to

ensure the multi-role strike fighter is prepared for the wars of today and the full spectrum
conflicts of the future. A

Discussion: In the current operating environment, Naval Aviation is required to perform
more missions with less aircraft. The decks of the carrier once dominated by a vast array
of combat aircraft now contain smaller numbers of multi-mission aircraft; moreover, the
decrease in the strike fighter community’s readiness correlates directly to the increase of
missions for the F/A-18 since 1992. The strike fighter community, operating the F/A-18
C/E/F, must maintain a balance of missions across a full spectrum to meet future -
challenges. The difficulty lies in achieving balance across missions historically dedicated
to specialized platforms. Over the last twenty years, the strike fighter-training program
gravitated towards more air-to-ground operations, which reflected the combat
environment of the post-Cold War: The current training and readiness matrix reflects the
importance of air-to-ground missions yet also maintains the critical air-to-air skill sets.
The effectiveness of the training is depeéndent on the prioritization of air-to-ground
missions, a direct reflection of the culture in the strike fighter community. Air-to-air
centrism characterizes the overarching mindset of the strike fighter community. Two
key programs exemplify the focus on air-to-air: TOPGUN and the Strike Fighter
Weapons and Tactics program (SFWT). The programs create a culture where greater
emphasis is placed upon air-to-air which contradicts the critical mission tasks and overall
delineation of the training and readiness matrix. A TOPGUN syllabus more closely
reflecting the multi-role capability of the F/A-18 will ensure that the “graduate level”
program reflects the full spectrum of operations and ultimately will balance the
underlying culture of the strike fighter community. A revision to the SFWT syllabus
with robust air-to-ground flights will more accurately reflect the operating environment
and better prepare aircrew for current and future conflicts. Additionally, minor revisions
incorporating joint close air support (CAS), maritime air strike (MAS), unmanned aerial

- systems (UAS) integration, and robust surface to air counter tactics (SACT) into training

will better prepare strike fighter aircrew for the future battlefields.

Conclusion: To stay relevant, effective, and lethal in future conflicts the strike fighter
community must ensure air-to-ground missions are given the same priority as air-to-air
missions. The near term and midterm operating environments demonstrates the majority
of the missions will fall under the domain of air-to-ground, necessitating a greater '
emphasis on the attack portion of missions and driving the strike fighter cominunity’s
collective mindset more towards the “A” of the “F/A-18”. '
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Preface
During my second cieployment in OEF, my pilot and I supported two subsequent
firefights in a whirlwind of a fli ght. We expended all our ordnénee, saved the Brits, and
'potentially,eliminated a code-named terrorist. The followihg ciay we poured over our

RN T]

tapes but soon comments from “senior” aviators beckoned:' ;‘ﬂights over,” “stop
watching your,tapes,” etc. Reztdy room antics are part of Naval Aviation, however, this
was not jesting but rather a mindset. Why is it in our colturethat we can pickAapart an
air—to;air ﬂight in traininé for hours but not apply the s ame level of commitment to air-to-
grou'nd flights even during eombat operations? To answer this question, I decided to
research the traihing and culture of the strike fighter community to determine the mission
prioritization betWeeh air-to—air oiid air-to-ground and its iinplications for future conflicts.

I would like to thank my wife, Jen, for hér patience as Ipouinded away at my

laptop during our first “shore toUif’ She also along with Chuck Smetana and Robert

' Kanaeh, provided critical edits for acronyms and aviation jairgon. From the niilitary side,
CDR “Kato” DelaCruz and LCDR “Special K” Quinn offered invaluable feedback even
if they disagreed with me attimes. I would also like to thank the staffs at CSFWP, |
NSAWC, TOPGUN, and MAWTS-1 (especially MAJ “Peeper‘s; ’ Bowrner) for their
cooper‘ation. Additionally, I could have not cornpleted this thesis without the instructions |
and syllabi provided by LCDR “Lick” Kihm from SFWSPAC. Fihally,'l was fortunate
to have two rnentors who trudged throu gh numerous drafts and helped keep me on track.
Colonel Ray Damm, USMC (retired) and Dr. Paul Gelpi offered their time, (ex’pertise, and

advice that was critical in the completion of my thesis.
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The very esserice of U.S. carrier aviation today has become deep and sustained attack from the
sea—as the principal player when nearby land bases are not available, as was the case in
Enduring Freedom, and as a still-needed and much-welcomed equal contributor to joint and
-combined operations when adjacent shore bases are accessible, as was the case in Iraqi Freedom,'

— Benjamin Lambeth, American Carrier Airpower At the Dawn of a New Century (2005)

Introdqction ’

~The changing secﬁrity enviromnént of the past ten years transformed the
Depai’trmint of befense, specifically the vavviat.ion communities. The military’s focus on
Irre‘gular qu*fafé (IW) and increased reliance on Unmanned Aerial Sjstems (UAS) led to -
major cutbacks ih avilation prégl"ams. In July 2009,' the Senate cut spending fbr the F—22,‘
a ‘plane that had not seen a day bf combat in iraq or Afghanistan.’ In January 2011, the
Pehtagon‘postponed‘the procurement of 124 J oint-Strike" Fig‘hters. (JSF) with cuts totaling
' $‘6.9’ billion doliars over five years.® Uncertainty with the ISF, discussiops on aircraft
carrier reductions, and poténﬁal fighter gap demonstrates Naval Aviation also has its
| shal;e of challenges. o

‘A In the current énvironment, Naval Av‘iation is,i'equi;'ed to do more missions with
less aircraft. The decks éf thepanierionce donﬁnated by a vasé anay of sPccialiZed
aircraft now contain smallef numbers of'multi-lmésion\airc;‘aft. The strike fighter
: cor’nndui‘lity, operating the F/A-18 C/E/F, must maintain a balance of missions acro.ss the
full spectrum of conflict. The difficulty lies in maintaining an effective mu Iti-mission
platform. The decrease in the strike fighter community’s readiness since 1992 directly
- correlates to the increase of missions for the F/A-IS.4 The multi-mission capabilities of
~ the F/A-18 create the “Swiss army kni‘fe‘of Naval Aviation;’ but at the same .tﬁne also the
'pfovei'bial “jack of all trades, master.of none.” The strike fighter community requires

chan ge to ensure the multi-role strike fighter is prepared for the wars of today and the full



_spéctrum conflicts of the future.
The change reqﬁired‘ is nbt a drastic one with épecialization of squadrons 61‘ major
- revisions in tfajning but a shift in mindset. Recently, Secretary of Defense Robert Gates
dgclared a néed “té shed the nostalgia that can too often consufne the institutional culture

"> The strike ﬂghtar cornmuhity nostalgically

of any laigé, successful organization.
defines a F/A-IS aviator as a “Fighter Pilot.” The first commanding officer of Naval
Strike Warfare Center, established td “focus on aviation tactical trainiﬁg effectiveness,”
| stat’ed,’l"We need to establish a stfﬂce/fighter mindset with attack and fightei‘ attitudes.”6
ﬁnfomln’ately, the fighﬁer mjndsét and atfitudes confinLle to‘ dominate the strik¢ fighter
community; The née-u' (0-5 yearsj to midterm (6-V15 years) environments 1'equi1'¢ the strike
- fighter community to fully erﬁbr_acc the defining fole of the F/A-18, strike from the sea.’
The change in mindset is not only crucial for the strike fighter corn_mun.ity’vs combat
operations with the F/A-18 but élso for the introdﬁction ;of JSF into conflicts.

A breakdown of past conﬂicfs, the current environment, future trouble areas, and
the eme1*gence of hybrid warfare demonstrate the F/A-18’s prima.ry role as air-to- groﬁnd.
The critical mission of ‘fhe strike ﬁghter coxﬁmunity is attack from the sea inclﬁding‘ all
A facets of precision strike from Time Sensitive Targeté (TST) to Close Air Support (CAS)‘ |

‘to Maritime Air St.1*ike (MAS) to Suppression of Enemy Air Defenses (SEAD). An B
examination of fh‘e training syllabi both in Unit Level Trainih g (ULT) and the Inter
Deployment Reeidines; Cycle (IDRC) illustrates an increasing importance in the air-tQ-
ground. mission pqst-Cold Wal Althvoﬁ gh'the tl'ajning qu*ricplum prd gressed more
towards ai.r-to—groﬁnd employment, the culture of the étrike fighter community _remained‘ .

focused on air-to-air training in contrast to historically assigned combat missions and



néar term to midterm threafs. In order to be truly effective in future conﬂicts, the
commitment to air-to-ground missions mﬁst be‘on par with the devotion given to air-to-
air.qmployn’lent.

The air-to-air role will continue to be a crucial aspect for self—brotection and
power pro jection of carriers. The Tise of peér competitors, proliferation of Russign and
Chinese fighters, and advancements in air-to-air missiles demonstrates the importance of
maintaining a substantial fighter syllabus. Additionally, air supreﬁacy is a precursor to
successful strike:campaigns. The purpose of th\is paper is not to discount the importance
of air-to-air training,.or suggest a'change to the training and réadiness matrix (T&R) or
]DRC, but rather examine the rﬁission prioritization of the strike fighter éorﬁrﬁunity and
éuggesf revisioﬁs oﬁ how to be more effec;,ti,ve. Furthermbre, the séope of the paper limits
the discuésioh’ to F/A-18 squadroné that deploy withCan‘ief Strike Groups based in the
United States. This excludes Unit Deployment Program Squz_;drdns based m J apaﬁ.

The Post-Cold War Strike Fighter . |

| _ An éxéminatién of the strike fighter’s involvement in combat opérations post-
Cold War demonstrates a p}'eponderance of air-to-ground missions. In Operation |
D’ESERTA STORM, the epitome of éonvel‘ltional war, the F/A-18 led the bulk of Naval
strike rnis'sions with 4,551 strikes, which acpountéd for the majority of the 2§,OOO
general—pufpose bombs dropped.8 Operati'on DELIBERATE FORCE logged the F/A-18
an ad&itional 182 strike missions over Bosnia—Herzegovina,9 Operation DESERT FOX
- added another eighty—eight strikp missions for the F’/A—18.lr0 ‘The following&ear two F/A-
18 squ'adrons and additional ca:rrief—béxsed squadrons flew 1700 strike missions and

dropped 800 tons of ordriance during Operation ALLIED FORCE in Kosovo.'! The



.same séuadronS dropped an additional 30‘0 tons of ordﬁance in Irag duﬁng Operation
- SOUTHERN WAT CH.'? Air-to-Air missions were impoﬁant throughout the above-
mentioned cohﬂvicts.ensﬁring air supremacy but aerial “conllbétf was limited.

At the start of the Guif War, the Iragi Air Force consisted of over 700 fighter
aircraft as part of the sixth largest air force in the;world,13 Coalition forces« shot do@n '
forty-one Iraqi aircraft throu ghout the war with two shoot-downs attributed to N zfval
AvizAxtion.14 On 17 January 1991; a section of F/A-18s from the USS Sar;ztoga shot down
two MiG-21s, the first and only air-to-air kills for the F/A-18.1 Tﬁe subsequent two

decades did not result in any air-to-air combat for either the F/A-.18 or Naval Aviation
writ large. | |
The Post 9/11 Strike Fighter

The Long War is approaching ten years of continuoué conﬂiéf for Naval Aviation.
Launched from the ﬁSS Carl Vinson and Enterprise, F/A-18s delivered the opening '
strikes of Operations ENDURING FREEDOM (OEF).'® The weeks following on

* cemented the carrier’s capability to projeét po§ver Vast‘distance.s inland. As RAND
corporation noted in a study of OEF:
‘ Carr’ier—based Navy é_nd Marine C01ps strike fighters operating

from stations in the North Arabian Sea substituted almost entirely for

Air Force land-based fighter and attack aircraft because of an absence

of suitable operating locations close enough to the war zone to make

the large-scale use of the latter practicable‘.17

The opening salvos of OEF marked just the beginning of N’aval Aviétion’s
ongoing support of the Long War. The strike fiéhter communify led the way with over

80,000 combat missions in support.of Iraq and Afghanistan during which the F/A-18

‘delivered 24,000 precision-guided munitions.'® The critical contribution of carrier-based



aviation remaiﬁs evide’nt‘today even with Air Force and Maﬁne squadrons land based in

Afghanistan. A single carriel'. on station in the Arabian Cfulf provides 46% of fixed wing

sorties in support of OEF with no likely papsé in site.lg’ With a continuous carrier
présencé in the Arabian Gulf/lndi’an Oce‘aﬁ fql' the “foreseeable future” and combat
troopé in Afghanistan until 2014, Naval Aviation will continue.to support OEF in the
near tel'm,ZQ | |

Future Conflicts and the Strike Fighter

Altﬁough it is difficult to predict future twenty-first century cbnﬂicts with

accuracy, it is possible to assess potgntial areas of conflict or instability from which to

assess the potential operating environment for naval strike aviation. An arc |

encqmpassing al1ﬁost two thirds of fﬁhe globe’s nations encompasses ‘akcpnsiderablé

amount of the world’s‘problenvls‘. The area termed the ;‘Arc of Instﬁbility” in military
k‘cii'cAles emphasizes the Aimpkonance of the Navy, and Marine Corps role in the Twenty-First
.Century. As Geh‘erai James Conway, former USMC commandant stated, “There’s a lot
Of blue on that map of the arc of inst‘abilit‘y.”21 The “Arc of Instability” builds upon
" Thomas Bal'nett’s work of depicting major military oPei'e;tions post 1996; Barnett’s New
Pentagon Map illustré‘ted that maj 61‘ military 0pe1'atioﬁs (excluding humanit.al;ian
asé’istanée) @ere confined to this region (or arc).® The Strategic Vision Group of the
United States Marine Co@s, Which analyzes futuré security environments, identified
forty—ﬁvé-potential insurgeﬁcies within the arc and similarly in projecting future
operations fof the _next‘ﬁfteen yearé 'almOSt all fall within the arc.”

The nature of conflict changed postv 9/11. Nm)al Operating Concept 2010 warns, -

“state and non-state adversaries are likely to employ a hybrid of conventional and
i .



il‘i'eguléi' methods to counter the United States’ 'adv antage in conventiOI{al military

. operations.”** Frofn the conventional standpoint, the role of énﬁ—air combat in the next
fifteen years will be extremely limited as Secretary Gates points o’ﬁ; “nations may be
unwilling to challenge the United States fightgr to fighter.”” A quick 1ool<:. at the
p1'ol'ife1;ati0n of 4% g’eneration fighters \x;ithin the arc of instability demonstrates Why.
Within the arc rou ghly' a quarter of 'tile nations (29 countries) h-eive 4h generation ﬁghters;
A single carrier has Arrllore 4t generation fighters than twénty—two of these twenty—ﬁine
countries. Out of those remaining seven countries the only with non-American fighters

. are Iran in the Middle East with forty MiG 29s '(they also have 20 F-14As) and
Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan iﬁ Céntral Asia (84 and 75, 4™ géne.ration‘ fightel‘s

- Tespectively). Egypt Israel, Saudi Arabia, and Tﬁ1‘key all poséesé solely 4™ ge’nerzition
American fighters; tHus, Américan maintenance logistical sqppon and associated |
expertise. For reference, North Korea, m‘guably the sole “threat nation” that lies outside
of the~ar¢ of instability, maintains a modest forty MiG-29s.% Ru'ssia, India, and China'
continue to build advanced fighter aircraft as evident by the J-20 and T-50. - The 2010 -
Qua‘drennial befense Review assesses the likelihodd of conventiongl conﬂict with theser

~ three natiohs as slim.”’ Furthermiore, in the long-term (16+ years) as the fleet of _5“‘

geﬁeratio’n a;’rcraft proliferates in Russia, India, and Chiqa, future air Battles with UAS

" integration may very well be unreco gnhizable to the tactics and procedures currently
employed. As Secretary Gatés puts it, “air supremacy in this century, however, will

| almost ée‘rtainly mean different things, and require different syste:ﬁs, personnel policies,
and thinking than was the case for most of the Cold War.”?®

The emergence of hybrid warfare and technolo gical advances allow small enemy



- forces to have a disproportionate m_jlitary strength-‘comparedvtb the size of the force. An
example of hybrid conflict is the Second Lebanon War, where Hezbollah, a non-state

. actor, laﬁnched two C-802 anti-ship cruise rm;ss.iles aﬁd three armed Uhmannéd Aerial
‘S’yster‘ns against Israel in 200A6.29 ' Nation stateé also increésed unconventional capabilities
to counter conveptional strengfh. Iran conducted exercises with small boat swarm tactics
in the Persian Gulf de‘sijgned‘ to entrap and destroy United States naval ships'.30 Similarly,
South Korea"‘s. Defense Minist’ry‘rece_ntly st.ateci "tﬁreats from North ‘Kdrea's' asymmetric
Warfaljé capabilities suéhaS special forées, artillery piéces and weapohs of mass -
destruction have been on a steady rise since 2008."*" The rise of area denial and antj-
access weapons further éomplica’tes the battle Space. These weapohs threaten air assets
just the same as naval fbrces with advanced integrated air defense systems (IADS) and - )
surfac‘e to air missiles (SAM) increasingly prolifefated.to smaller threat nations and non-
state actors. -

The proliferation of advanced SAMs increases the cap'ability’ of threat nation
states and non-state actors. The dominance of U.S. fighters, comparative_inexpensive
cost of missiles, and ability of advan‘ceci SAMs tb Athrreaten U.S‘. fighters led’man‘y threat
countries to pursue the ac‘ciuisition of advéﬁced, “double digit” and “triple digit” SAMs.
In Aviation Week, a senior govemme‘nt official stated, “The begimﬁng of proliferétion of |
doub].e—digit SAMs is more of a cc;ncem than the potential air threats [such as Russia’s
Sukhoi Su-35 and China's Chengdu J-10] that are coming into service."*> RecentAreports
“of Tran attempting to acquire the formidable SA-20 and Syria gaining the SA-22

| exemplify the threat.*® S ince the devvclopmerit of hodem air defense systems, SAMs and

Anti Aircraft Artillery (AAA) caused significantly more U.S. fighters losses than enemy



~ continue in firture combat operations with enemy air defenses as the biggest threat to U.S.

aircraft. In the Vietnam War, 70% of Navy’s fixed wing losses qarné from surface fires
while only‘Z% from eﬁefny airc‘rAaft.3,4 Dul'ing Operafion. DESERT STORM, the Navy
lost two aircraft to radar guided SAMSs and two aircraft to AAA (1 unknown cause). The
Coalition’s sole ajlr—to—‘airr loss was a Navy F/A-18 shot down by a MiG-25. Enfamy a‘ir
defenses apcbun’ted for 31 coalition aircraft or 97% of the losses.”> ‘SAMs were aiso the
major threat to U.S. ai;'01*aft in Bosnia and Kosovo. The trend of SAM proliferationl vﬁll
fighters.

| As the nature of the enemy Chénges, the conduct of United States military
opéreiﬁons will also change. Distributed operations will become the norm on the
battléﬁeld aé evident in OEF and OIF. Forvexample, arecent study by Massachusetts
Institute of Technoloéy stafes that one of the most importanf trends for Naval Aviation is

“the evolution toward distributed air-ground operations ashore.”%A The study highlights

the need for air assets to support distributed ground dpei'ations clajming a “major if not

dominant mission™ is “ to detect and destroy” small concentrations of troops.”’ The strike

- fighter community will play a dominant role in future conflicts by providing this crucial |

support to lightly armed, mobile forces of the Army, Marines, and Special Forces.

The strike fighter’s support of dispersed ground troops will continue to increase

reliance on close air support (CAS). In Operation Desert Storm, CAS accounted for only

6% of the missions.>® However, during the major combat operations of OIF, CAS
accounted for over 75% of the Naval Aviation’s involVerhent in the conflict.”
Furthermore, CAS accounted for the vast majority of strike missions during phase IV

operations in both OIF and OEF. As the Government Accountability Office (GAQ)



found in their 2003 report, CAS vwas extrefnely critical in Afghanistan due to light ground |
forces relying solely 6n air for Ifire support.*? o

Carrier aviation ‘willl inevitably be at the forefront in future conflicts due to the
lack of aécess to suitable military ail‘ﬁelds across the world. This will incréase the
&emm1d for carriers in futurg wars. Thei'e are :few regions of the world that carrier-based
aviation ceinnot strﬂ;e with the sustained and operational _reach of the F/A-18 coming ih at
450 and_ 900 nauticai miles 1‘espe’cbtively.41 As Rear Admiral Terry Kraft, commander
Carrier Strike Grbup Twelve, states, “cunenf and futuré operatioﬁs require aircraft to be
there, on station, and responsive to asymmetric threats while being ;‘eady to attﬁck
moving ground targets. Ground forces, particularly troops in contact, need ﬂgxible, mﬁlti—
role air power to respond imvmedia;cel-y.A’’42 Strike, CAS, and Noﬁ-Traditiohal Intelligence
Sulrveillahce Rec‘onnaissénce (NTISR) missions will continue to be the dominant ,
missions of the strike fighter co’mm'unify in th'e~ near term.
Current Strike Fighter Training

The; training program for the 1-"'f/A—18,reﬂects~the mulﬁ-role capability of the
ai1'01*ﬁt with flights Adedicated to both air-to-air and air-to-ground missions. In the 1990s,
strike fighter trgining tpok a f‘pronouriced swih g toward ‘gro'und-attack operations, with a
p1'édonﬁnm1t stress on day and night precision strike” in response to deficiénbies in
- Operation DESERT STORM and refirement of the A-6.* In 1998; Strike Warfare
(STW) accounted for 36 % of all flight hours while 44% were Anti Air Warfare (AAW).
The allocations of STW flight hours increésed to 41% in 2000 \K’/'ith 39% going towards

AA\‘N.44 ‘The trend continued throughout the first.decade of the Twenty-First Century.

The sortie based readiness matrix from 2004 demonstrates an increasing importance on



STW(With thirtsi STW sorties required for 100% readiness conlpaied io twenty AAW
within thé ninety day periodicity.‘l5 \ Additioneilly, the number of CAS flights and laser |
g‘uided,bomb (LGB) ﬂights increaséd in 2005, vsihich added events that reflected ongbing
combat op‘e‘rz‘ttions,“6 | -
In 2009, Naval Aviation began transitioning toWards a capabilities based
réadiness matrix'(CBM) for training and i'endiness. .The CBM “provides guidelines foi ,
preparing aircrew to perform the tasks required to support J oint and Combatant

Commanders.”’

The CBM outlines a skill set theit correlates to the capabilities “deemed
critical for the mission accomplishment of a given squadron” or Navai Tactical Tasks
(NTA).* ‘The new CBM matrix highlights the importance of air—to—gr.ound missions.

The NTAs are almost identical for all V‘ariants of the F/A-18 with ﬁfte‘en of sixtenn'béing

the same. A third of the fifteen NTAs are ‘adminis.trative typé tasks (Movi: units, flight

* operations, launch aircraft, recover aircraft, and conduct in flight i‘efueling). “Out of the '
remaining tefi tasks two ére air-to-air essenﬁél tasks, Offensii/e Counter Air (OCA) and

| Defensive Counter Air(DCA). The remaining eight NTAs are air—to—gi'bund specific.
These eight ¢ritical cép‘ab.ilities are to perform tactical reconnaissance, perform ar’e»av
reconnaissance, attack surface targets, attack enemy land targets, supn‘ress‘ enemy air

- defenses (SEAD), interdict enemy operations and forces, conduct fire support (CAS), and

perform combat searcih and rescue tCSAR). The F/A-18C adds an additional NTA of '

mine opci'ations, while the F/A-18F includes orgénizing fire suppon’assets or Forward

~ Alr Controllers Airborne (FAC A).4§

The IDRC also focused more effort in the air-to-ground domain and on specific

skill sets that are required more frequently in combat operations. An example is the
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' Striké Fighter Advanced Readiness Progrém (SFARP), the pinnacle of ULT fora
deploying sqﬁz;drori. SFARP added a CAS, Special Operatin g Forces integraﬁoh, and
precision guided bomb flights to the syllabus over the ‘past ten years. Strafing ﬂights
increased as well with four events dedicated fo air-to-ground bullet attack»sv in 2010A
compared to zero ten years earlier.”® Air Wing Fallon, the portion of the IDRC where the
\a.i.r wing’s collectiﬁe training is put to thg‘test through c.(_)rnbined large force exercises,
also increased the aiero—grOLlnd trz;ining throughout its four week syllabus with specific
emphasis on skills required in the current operating environments.s1

Overall, the cﬁrrént training trends align with the Defense Science Board Task
Force 2002’s recommendation that strike fighter trainihg gear more towards air—to—groﬁﬁd '
than'air-to,—air‘.v5 2 The effectiveness of the training hinges bn the amount of eff01‘t
attributed to the air-to-ground missions, ‘Which’ is a direct }eﬂection of the vculture in the
VStrike: fighter community. |
The Current Strike Fighter Culture

The largest factor hindering the strike fighter community’s effectiveness ‘in the
near term to midt'cﬁn conflicts is mission prioritizati‘on, which largely favors ’air—to-air

. Hemployment.' The foéus on ‘air—to—air‘ employmenf stemmed.from Naval 'Aviatibn’s air-to-

air kill ratio during the early stages of the air war over Vietnam. The ratio ‘d‘imi/nished

fro‘ml'a ten to one ratio, the historical' average from past wars, to a two to one i‘atio versus

Vietnamese MiGs.>? During a h'alt in the ‘ai‘r war, the Navy Created TOPGUN, the

»34

“sraduate school for dogfighting.”>* Once the air war continued, “the post-Top Gun

»55

Navy kill ratio closed at twelve to one.”™ Since the Vietnam War, the Navy ‘

continuously trained to the basic fighter maneuvers (BFM) mission, which is “the first
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time in'Amei’ican history that war-level dogfight practice has been maintained steadily
after hostilities have ceased.”>® |
The development of TdPGUN‘illusﬁrated the conflicts between air-to-air and air-
to-ground prioritization. The initial syllabus for TOPGUN was a four week course with
- three Weeks of air-to-air and one week of “air-to-mud, a bombing segment”, which many |
of the instructors opposed.57 Even the sole aﬁ-to—groﬁnd instructor, John Nash, was
“upset that he wasn’t teacﬁing ACM at the school.” (Air Combat Maneuvefs, also knoan
.as BFM) Mr. Nash explained tile instﬁwtors teach»ing ACM were not better thﬁn ﬁim but
he was the only one who couldteach the ai;-to—ground syllabus.®
* Through the 1980’s, the F-14 Tomcat dominated Naval Aviativon’s culture. The
attack communifies, A-7 and A-6, 1'oléé were important but “the fighter guys were af the
Qery tip of the pyramid.”59 .Thé blockbuster h‘ﬁ of Tép Gun solidified this culture, and thé
actﬁal TOPGUN “evolyed into a thle cum’éuluin of air combat courses.”®® Bven the
introduc‘;ion of the f/A—lS rflulti;l'olé aircraft did little -to .cHange the qulfure as evident in-
militaiy phdtograipher Geérgé Hall’s comment on the designation of the new aircraft: A |
In the rarified fighter world the‘dual—rc;le Hornet is neilei' referred to by its

official F/A-18 designation, and fighter jocks suppress involuntary

shudders at the mere thought of rearranging the earth’s surface by the

undignified dropping of explosive ordnance*

At the start of the Operation DESERT lSTORM, Naval Aviation with limited
capabilities to dperafe in the littoral area found itself on the verge of irrelevance after
decades p‘ijéparing for an open ocean corvlﬂict'.62 Asa RAND noted, ‘V‘Naval aviation
pe’rforméd admirably in Desert Storm only because of its inherent professionalism and

adaptability, not because its doctrine and weapons complement were appropriate to the
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: sitliation.”63 Signiﬁcant shortfalls threa.tened to minimize the role of Naval Aviation in
future littoral and land conflicts. |
The lessons learned in the war d_rox}e Naval Aviation and thé strike fighter - -
community to change follo@ing Operation DESERT STORM. Agaiﬁ, RAND notes, “the
NaV3; substantially‘ up gl;aded its precision-strike c.apability by fielding new Systems and"
adding impl'qyemenfs to existing pla‘tforms.”64 One major change was ’thé modification
of thé' F-14 witha sophisticated'targetin g pod giving the fighter a substantial air-to-
ground role. The conQersion of thé F;14 into a fi gh‘ter- éttéck platform multiplied the
strike assets of the strike fighter community but it éeemed to have little effect on the
culture. |
In 1998, New York Times published an article hi gmighting the dverarching air—to—
',air culture titléd “Status is» for'Ngvy Fighter Piloté ;An Air—to—Air Kill.” ‘The article
recapped the last air-to-air kill, during Operation DESERT STORM, by then-Lieutenant
Commander Nicholas Moﬁgillo, who st‘ates, "A fighter pilot needs an‘ air-to-air kill. It’s |
something every fighter pild’t. wants." The article quotes a F/A;18 aviator who flew
twenty—éight corﬁbét‘nﬁssions and dropped ordnancé on tzlrgets but was disappointed he -
did'not have thé “0ppo1‘tunity to eﬁgage anybody.” As summed up by another pilot, “The
b‘iggesyt s)tatus sym‘b’olb for us comes when 'j/ou shoot down the enemy.”“
In 1999, F/A-18s and F—14s played é signiﬂcant role in the air cazﬁpaign during
Operation ALLtED FORCE. The subsequent 1‘eporté, howevér, call into question
- whether the .respective cohununities embraced the air—to—ground role. The After-Action
Report to Congress found that d’uri‘ngA Operation ALLIED FORCE, Navy pilots were ndt

adequately prepared for the mission of “locating targets, while nﬁnimiziﬁg collateral
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A drémage.f’éﬁ Furthermore; Naval Aircraft experienced high miss fates in the opening d.a}}S‘
“of the Kosovo War.67 A contribﬁting factor for the mivss'es was that “UL.S. N.avy pilots
hadn't been trained in using laser-guided weapons”, fequiring instructérs to be sent to the
carrier.®®
The pérformance of the strike fighter community in the subsequent two wars,
OEF and OTF, largely dispelled the criticism that Naval Aviation was unable to “project
credible and sustainedpo%ar.”69 As stated previously, increase in the strike fighter
community with the addition of the F-14, acquisition of precision.Weapons, 'and'more air-
to-ground training led to successes on the battlefield 1‘épfesenting “a quantum -
: improvernent over the Navy’s berfonnaﬁce in Desert Storm, when only ‘the A-6E had an
au‘tononﬁous precision-attack capability.”70 The success.of the peist fen years not
“withstanding, the culture of the strike fighter c'ommunity remained centered around air-
to-air employment. For instance, du;‘ing thé"beginning stages'of OEF, Strike fighter
aircrew often focused on the air-to-air rules of éngagement (ROE) ox)er the air-to-ground
ROE. The lack of eﬁphasis,on air-fo—ground ROE 1'esﬁ1ted in degraded CAS and TST
capabilities.71 The examination of two key progrﬁms will further iilus'r.rate this emphasis
‘Oh air-to-air: the Strike Fighter Instrﬁctors; Course (TOPGUN) and the Strike Fighter |
Weapons and Tactics Program (SFWT).

- TOPGUN is widely 1'ega1‘de.d as.one of, if not the most elite fighter training
e\‘/olution in the world. TOPGUN is the coup de tat of the strike fighter community and
only the aviators with the highe;t performance marks receive the invitation to attend the .
cburse. Throughout strike fighter squadrons, the TOPGUN manual is the’bible,

“TOPGUN recommends...” is the gospel, and Strike Fighter Instructors (SFTT) are the
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disciples ensﬁring that “tactics information is disseminated to squadron personnel 1n a
timely manner.”’* From tactical develépment, standardization, and evaluation, TOPGUN
plays a maj or.role in shaping the mission prioritizatioﬁ of the strike fighter community.
Graduates of TOPGUN are désignated'SFTIS and slated to a variety of pd‘sitions but the
bulk are aésiéned to one of the Weapons Schools (Atlﬁntic and Pacific) with a selective '
few remaining on staff at TOPGUN as instructoré. These two billets correspond to
SFWT Lévgl Vv ﬂ1$t1'110t01‘s, cur‘re;nf Weapons.School SFTIs or TOPGUN SFTIs.” After
'thé initiél tour, SFTTs return to an operationval s;quadron as Training Officers managihg |
the SFWT program and aés'césing squadron tactical proficiency.” |
Thé TOPGUN course, as stated previously, began as mix of aﬁ to aif (75%) and
- air to ground flight (25%), howevet, throughou"t the 1980s ti‘émsiﬁohed solely to an air to
o air ~sy11ab1is witﬁ over thirty ACM flights oﬁer a five week cours¢.75 “Qn(;.e the F/A-18 |
multirole fighter began arrivihg in the Navy’s air wings, however, the scope of training
concern at TOPGUN was expanded to include grouncLattack o;v)e”rations.”76 The fecent
discussion of 2 se’Quel to the 1986 film Top G‘un even had Jerry Bruckheimer weighing in
that “tlhe avia‘tién community has coinpleteiy changed since we made the mo.viea long
time ago.””” ‘Further épeéulat_bn highlightéd a common nﬁsc‘;’onceptioin:' “the TOPGUN
syllabus has been'chavnge’d so the focus is far less 5n the spectacular énd drafnatic air-to-
éi‘r dogfights that defined Top Gun and far moi‘é about teaching US piiots fo drop very
large bombs on very small ground targets.””® The actual syllabus at TOPGUN does nbt
reflect this change as the majority Qf the syllabus foc;'u'ses on lairjto-air missio'ns; The air-
to-ground phaser'c&)nsists of six flights, which is the same amount of flights de.dicated to

the BFM phase. The number of scheduled flights is not an accurate indicator of
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prioritization since‘a TOPGUN student must pass each flight té continue \x;ith the
éyilabLls. The number of “reflys” is bése‘d on the student’s performance with fhree
attempts being the average to complete a single event for the BFM phase. ™ The BFM |
phase often then takes considerably more timé and flights due to “reflys” than the air-to-
| ground phase -
Marine Corps aviators attending TOPGUN illustraté another example of the
emphasis on air-to-air. In 2008, the new T&R rﬁatrix for the U‘SMC_ F/A-18 eliminated
- the Air Combathacti’cs Instructor (ACTT) syllabus. The losé of ACTI coupléd with the
loss of the Marine’yDivision Tactics Course (MDTC) in 2004 decfeased air—to—air_
proficiency across the c»ormﬁunity.80 AThe shift in mission prioﬁtizatibn provéd disastrous
for Marine Corps aviators attending TOPGUi\f ‘1‘esu1‘ting 1n a string of failures.®" In an ,
effort to rebuild air—tb-air éroficiency the Marine Corps brought back the MDTC in June
2010,
“The SFWT‘program began in 1995 té‘standérdize tactics among équadrons and

‘ increﬁse ail.;ctew knowledge. The SFWT program conéists of five fiered levels -
Areprésent'mg significant mil_estones in airc1‘ew"s tactical and ﬁrqfessiorial development.®*
- The compleﬁoﬁ of the SFWT Level III syllabus is the capstone event of the aviator’s first
‘tour, designating the candidéte capable of tacti'qal employment of a section and normally
correspondh'lg‘with a section lead designation (ability to lead two aircraft into combat).
-8 The SFWT Level I sYllﬁbus 1‘equi1;es the candidates to brief and léad ten simulators
.and ei ghteen flights coupled with acadg:mics.84 This syllabus requires the most effort,
dedicatién, and time out of the aviatc;r’s first operational tour. Once co1np1¢te the

“individual is capable of performing all core missions that pertain to section
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: employment.”85

A breakdown of the Level III ﬂlghts (excludmg the standardization evaluation
ﬂlght) deplcts more flights dedlcated towalds air-to-air, which comprises 65% of the
syllabus with f1‘ve BFI‘\/[? four Intercept, and two Red Air fhghts.86 The flight syllabus
virtually remained unchanged for eleveﬁ yearsyuntil the éddition of an Armed
Reccerlban CAS ﬂlght in late 2010, doubhng the CAS flights in the syllabus 5 The
two CAS/NTISR flights account fo1 12% of the syllabus but the vast majonty of combat-

, operatlons flown over the past ten years. The syllabus includes only one SACT flight (a
simulator event is also dedicated t‘o SACT). Surface fires are the éingie largest causé of
. Naval Aviation combat losses (over 75%j sincé the advent of modern 'SAMS.M_S The sole
- SACT flight in the syllabus accounts for 5%, while the BFM portiorjl‘accounts for 30%-.of
the syilabus and encompﬁssés less than 2% of historical combat ltnj.sses.89
’A sigﬁjﬁcant portion of the Level_‘I‘II syliabus is the BEM phasle consistihg of five
. flights. %0 Thé emphasis on BVFM in the SFWT is part of the culture of the strike fighféy
‘;:oinmunity. SFW T Level I candidétes arguably sperfd more time preparing,’briefing
and debriefing BEM flights than any other flight in the syllabus (except the
‘standardization evaluation flight). Similar to thevTOPGUNlcouyrs,e, BFM flights often
require “reflys” because of unsatisfaétory performancé. A further example of BFM .l
prioritizaﬁbn is the “snapshot drill,” where aircrew spend a significant amount of time
z‘md.e,ffort in tﬁe debﬁef determining if the “ﬂeetiglg bullet shot” hif the opposing fighter..
. By itself this is the level of detail that makes Naval Aviation great, however, onée
compared to a debrief of aﬁ air-to-ground strafe, which is a far more likely‘. sceﬁal;io, thé

former debrief normally is more standardized and detailed. BFM flights also 1'equlre a
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SFWT Level V SFTI (or squadron SFTI if Level V unavailable) to instruct and debrief a

' . »ﬂight, while that level of instruction is only advised for the other phases of the syllabus.”*

Air—to—Air.COntinues to dominate the étrike fighter cuiture illustrated in part by the
emphasis on “dogfighting.” BFM is undoubtedly a necessary skill set, but the amount of
effort put into the brief, ﬂight(s),uand debrief far oﬁtweighs the likelihood of a modern -
day dogfight. ’A rough analogy to ground forces would be the following scenario: Two
grouhd comBataﬁts face off against eéch bther at a consihderable distance and begin to
lexchange shots vﬁth theil_' long range rifles. A long-range shot with any weapon is
inherently difficult so it is conceivable that the shots could miss. As the two combatants
"begin to close range and acquire each other visually, they break out their 9mm and -
continue shooting. The likelihood of this scenario decreases as the ;ombéténts per'form
“Matrix-like” defenses to defeat the 9mm bullets, then pull out their kﬁives, and get into a
Wi'éstling match. The ground forces thus dedicate 23% of their training t’d W1‘est1ing. The
above example is not tb discount BFM as a critical part of the T&R matrix. BFM’ isa .’
‘necessary skill set ﬁot only as a tactical contingency but also as a building block to teach
. aviators to push and ﬁn‘dérstand performance levels of the aircraft. The éffOr;,'dedicatidn,
‘and ';ime plaéed into the brief, flight, “reflys,” and debrief exceeds a.ny other portion of
the respective syllabi. Arguably the most crucial poﬂion of a junior offi.cer’s professional -
develobment revolVes around air—fo-air training reminiscent of the‘. skiés over Hanoi. .. |
Recommendations for the Str_ike Fighter Community

The focus on air—tov—aii"remains ingrained in the culture of t’he‘strike fi ghter -
community. Secretafy Gates recently stated the Air Force’s air-to-air’combat commﬁnity

“so dominated the service leadership and organizational culture that other critical
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missions and new capabilities have been éleQrdmated and neglected;” A similar
situatibn challenges the Navy. TOPGUN and the SFWT syliabi create a culture where
gr‘éatér emphasis piac'éd on air-to-air directly contrasts the critical NTAS’ assi‘gned and
'overall delineation of the T&R matrix. SFTIs ingrained with air-to-air during TOPGUN
' impart this air-to-air centric mindset to the operational.ﬂget as training officers. The
prioritization 4of air—tol—air missions subsequently defines the amount of effort a Level ITI
candidate places on the respective portions of the syllabus‘ A TOPGUN syllabus more
closely reflecting the multi-role capability of the F/A-lg‘will ensure that the “graduate
level” program reflects fhe full spectrum of ope;atioﬁs and ultimately w‘ill balance the
undetlying culturé of the strike fi ghter community. Addi_tionally',, arevision to the SFWT -
syllabﬁs incorporating robust air—to-gl('ound flights will ﬁore accurétely reflect the
operating environment and better prepare aircrew for current and future conflicts. -
The increased emphasis on air—to-ground missions in the T&R niatrix and IDRC
undoubtedly hélped aircrew prepare for combat missions bﬁt there is 1'00fn for
~improvement. CAS gained attEnti‘dn after Operation Anaconda highlighted concerns
over close air suppoft in a joint enVirohment Aculminating ina GAC report in 2003. The
GAO report on CAS concluded all services had limited success in overcoming the
barriers that prevent realistié ti'ailling to support joinfbperations. The GAO fo,"und four
lingering r(;,as:ons for the Vdevficiencigs: limited joint training, unrealistic t1'ainiﬁg, di_fféring
. standards for‘ joint terminal air controllers (JTAC), and low priority ﬁo the m‘ission.92 The
report spurred significant progress over thé past seven years including standardization
across the servicés, introduction of joint publications, and higher prioritizétion of CAS

1

missions. Lack of joint integration, however, still hampers the effort. One example is the
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continued reliance on ‘voige communication$ for CAS missions in OEF. The joint
community largely solved the interoperability issues acr‘oss the services since ‘Ehe réport ’
highlighted the problems.”> The F/A-18 is equipped with digital CAS, which aircrew
'tr'ain to use both Link-16 emd val;iable‘message format.’ The ability to operate fhe system
between liké aircraft is 1'.ather straightforward, the difficulty arises‘when setting up and
managing the system to operate wi'th‘ both joint aircraft .and JTACs. Without .the benefit
of Joint CAS training, aircrew are often unable to use digital CAS dui‘ing combat '
Aopérations and thus regress to intensive voice communicatioﬁs. |
Joint CAS training is by far the exception rather than the horm. The vast majority -
of CAS tra‘ihing outside of the IDRC is supported by F/A-18 FAC(A)s often simulating
groumi JTACs. Occasionally, Navy Special Warfare CAS Terlrﬁhal Controller's Course
or Marine Corpé Forward Air Controllers suppdrt CAS missions. Interaction with 'Army
Fire Qbserveré and Aj'l"Férce JTACS, hoWever, is p’ract'ically'non-existent éven \%/ith
nﬁmerous opportunities for Joint CAS training. The Marine Corps recently turned to
contract CAS provided bS/ a private company to fill the void of ﬁ]ilital'y airc’raft.yg‘4 Joint
CAS exercises such as Green Flag and Atlantic Striké providé realistic training
incorporating ITACs, Fire Obseryers, UASs, and manhéd air assets from a_éfciss the
services. In 2009, a Coir;manding Officer of a strik.e fighter‘squadrén commented ina
 press release that Green Flag was ”the best pre-deployment training” and it was “just like
a no-kidding deployment.”gs. |
| The CAS mission is not the only area for improvement. Marltirhe Air Strike
- (MAS) is also a neglected 1;ﬁssion even tﬁough strikes against surface platforms have

been more common than air-to-air combat over the past twenty years. From the
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cdﬁvéntional standpoint Bo’th Operation DESERT STORM and OIF produced F/A-18 |
strikes against enemy naval targets. ‘On thé unconventional side, a F/A-18 executed a
show of force over a “swarm” of suspected Iranian boats in 2006 and in Febmary 201 1; a
F/A-18 strafed a pirate mothership in the Arabiaﬁ Gulf.* .As the oceans-become
,increasingly attested, the F/A—18 brings a critical capability to th_e Navy’ s arsenal.

| TOPGUN acknowledged the importance of MAS dedicating an expert to tactics
de{zelopmeﬁt in .2010. In March 2011 Secretary Gates stated “the most plausible high end
scenarios for the U.S. :nlilital'y are primarily naval and air engagements” highliglllti.ngv the

A importanée of MAS for the strike fighter c'orr‘nAnunit‘y.97 |

In order to prepare fof 'operations under the umbrella of SAM Systems air-to-
ground flights mustinclude SACT at every possible opportunity during ULT. .’ Duﬁng air-
to-air missions, aircrews routinely refine missile'dcfensé skills o.ffe_n dediéatiﬁg entil;e
- flightsto the de_:fe‘nsive maneuveré as partial task traiﬁers. Erorh the air-to-ground
perspective, strike fighter training rarely incorporates SACT outs.ic<le of the IDRC even
though modem SAMs and AAA account for the vast majority of combét losses.

Beyond missions, new capabilities continue to upgrade the strike fighter
community requiring integration into air-to-ground training. Rayfheon deli.vel‘cd the
250™ Advanced Ele.ctronic Scanned Array (AESA) radéu* in March 2011. ‘The AESA
“reyolﬁtionized fighter combat capabilit;ies” not only for hdst Super H01*11et platforms
(F/A-18 E/F) but also for tﬁe entire air wing team Vwith. Link 16 in'tegration.ggV AESA is
also a game‘changer in the air-to-ground ‘ai‘ena bringing increased lethality. AESA tracks
.moving.targ'ets on the land and sea and bverlays the ;:;)ntacts on a synthetic aperture radar

(SAR) map. The sea mode of the AESA remain§ an immature function of the radar but
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Tfuture capabilities look promising. Aqlditionélly, SAR mafs prbvide tﬁe ébility to
produce GPS QUality coordinétes in all weather conditions and from greater‘standoff
systems distances. The AESA radar is a critical capability for futﬁre conflicts when
weather prevénts other acqu‘is‘itién methods. The F/A—‘18 with AESA is an organic all
. weather TST 'aﬁd' CAS platforlvn.' |

The integration of UASs is essential for future operations. UASs are a crucial
part of the battlefield and the demand is increasiﬁﬁg. The Air Force conducts forty-eight
dombat a11 patrols with APredatdrs and Reapers with F-15Es already/ having the: aﬁiiity to
receive lin; feeds from UASs.*® Current F/A-18 air—to—gfound missions would greétly
benefit from UAS feeds, adding,impfoved sitﬁation awar.eness, collateral damage |
| estimates, and hostile identiﬁcétion methods. UASs will also play a large role in thé
' maritime environment with the iﬁtroduction éf Broad Area kMa‘riti‘me Surveillance
(BAMS) UAS. The Navy Uﬁmanned Combat Air System (UCAS -D) carrier
démonstration also i‘eéently 1'eachea a milestone with the first flight of the X-47B. The
X—47B flight “represents the beginning of ﬁnmanned tactical aircraft f‘or‘ the Navy.”m0 “
"The UCAS-D 'opens éauier decks to unmanned aircraft and integrétiori with striké ;
. fighters is Cmciai to not only current corbat operations bﬁt als.,‘o to the pathv for future
tactics. | H
Cdnclusion

‘Strike‘ﬁght-e‘r training largely reflects the mlllti;HﬁSSion capability of the F/A-18.
_The T&R matrix and IDRC syllabi démonstrate the importance of both ail'—to—ai;' and air-
to-ground missions. The gradual shift in training ‘t/owafrds air-to-ground missions reflects

historical lessons, current conflicts, and potential future wars. The CBM (the new T&R
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matﬁx) highlights the attack role of thé F/A-18 ‘With 80% of tﬁe combat related core
missions being air-to-ground. The training also includes the 01'it'12:a‘1 air-to-air skills, -
which are necessary fq1* future conflicts to maintain air supeﬁority in the maritime and
littoral énvirdnment. .The current delineation Eetween_a:ir&o—air and air-to-ground
. missions in the ﬁ*aining program rﬁaintéins balance allowing strike fighter aircrew to
prepare across the full spectrum of conflict. The CBM of the F/A—18‘Aénd its associated
1'epbl'ts provide a “snapshot” of a giyen F/A-18 squadron. The m’atrix balances the multi-
mission éapabilities of the F/A-18 and provides a‘framew.ork to pfepare' for missions
across the full-spectrum. The training and reaciineés rhétl‘ix and IDRC syllabi does not
capture the entire picturé of the strike fi éhter community, Mission priéritization and the
kurAlc'lerlying culture of ai1'—toQajr detréct from the effectiveness of the F/A-18.

The differe;nce bet\&een thé :“what” and “hb“‘/’? of the fraining is whe1;e the strike
‘fighter community placesvits priorities. ' Naval Aviatioﬁ, understahdably‘/, does not want to
repeat the lessons learned from the Vietnam War Where a “peasant air fc’n*ce"’ often

humiliated naval fighters. The,creatibn of TQPGUN reversed the trend and instille(i

superiority in the ail'-to;z;ir arena. Air-to-Air t1‘aining must continue té be a staple in the
strike fi;ghter community but the effort given should be equal to tﬁat of the air-to-ground
missions. The inco1’poraﬁon of- air-to-ground flights that match the complexity of the air-
to-air events of TOPGUN and SFWT will go a long way iﬁ changing the cbllectii/e
mindset of the strike fighter community. Furthermore, minor revisions Yincmporatin g
joint CAS, MAS, UAS integration, and robust SACT into training will better prepare
. strike fighter aircrew for future battlefields. | | |

Over the past 100 years, Naval Aviation was a mainstay of combat operations and
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the ‘fu'ture will continue to demonstrate the versatility of carrier-based aviatiqh. Th¢
strike fi ghtei' community prov\;ideS a vital capability due to its abivlity to launch frorﬁ
forward deployed carriers and project power 'vast distances to future hotspots Within -days
if ncﬁhours of orders; Futuﬁ missions will likély' beta mixture of strikes fr;)m pre-
planned LES, TST, MAS, to CAS. Mobile targét sets, cdncealed 'and camouflaged
targets, and collateral damage concerns, will complicate the farget énvirorimentréquiring
mastery and a firm grasp of air-to—grciﬁnd skills. UASS wﬂl iﬁcreasingly play a larger
role and inte gration is necessary for future battlefields. The underlying threat to the
étﬂke fighter commuhity v\'zill be advanced SAM systems,-\;vhich are being proliféravted to
smaller threat ‘nations‘ and non-state actors. In 01'dei' to svt‘ay relevant, effecti{/e, and lethal -
in future conflicts the strike fighter community must ensure a dgdiéationto air-to-groupd
missions that equals air-to-air missioné. Thevnéar ’term and midterm operating .
environménté demonsﬁ*ate the majority of missions will fall under the domain ,of aii‘-tq—
grouni necessitatip'g a greater emphasis on the attack portion oflmissions and driving the

strike fighter comgnuriity’s collective mindset more towards the ““A” of the “F/A-18".
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